The 12th International Symposium on Biological and Environmental Reference Materials, which was held at Keble College, Oxford, UK, on 7-10 July 2009, continued a series which began in 1983 and has been held on a regular basis since then. The event originated as an informal gathering of interested scientists, particularly those working in Europe and the USA between which the meetings alternated every 2 or 3 years. More recently, BERM has been steered by a permanent committee comprising many of the major reference material producers and other key players. Asia has seen rapidly increasing interest in the field and the BERM 11 meeting was held in Japan. Hence, BERM 12 was a truly global forum which addressed the development of biological and environmental reference materials and their use in the calibration, validation and quality assurance of analytical measurements.
As with previous symposia, the scientific programme for BERM 12 encouraged discussion of issues ranging widely from novel methods for the manufacture and certification of reference materials to topics such as quality assurance and international harmonization. This special issue of Analytical and Bioanalytical Chemistry focuses attention on some of the scientific developments described at BERM 12. Hence, we have a number of contributions describing novel analytical measurements in areas of current interest such as laboratory medicine, forensic science, food and nutrition, and environmental quality. Many of these papers were contributed by national measurement institutes from around the world, but the BERM symposia were conceived as a way of promoting international collaboration on reference materials amongst all interested parties, including academic researchers and industrial users of reference materials. An insight into the role of the BERM symposia in the development of reference materials for food and nutrition is given in the paper by Wayne Wolf, who was one of the organizers of the first meeting. I hope that readers from all types of organizations will be encouraged to attend the next BERM meeting in 2012 and join in our ultimate goal of improving the reliability of analytical data.
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